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A Candid Conversation 
With James Edward Cheek
T his in terview  w ith  then- H ow ard University P res­iden t Jam es E . Cheek  w as conducted by Abdul- kadir N. Said, editor o f  New Direc­
tions, a n d  Harriet Jackson 
Scarupa, s ta ff  writer, in the presi­
den t’s office the afternoon o f  M ay  
2 2 . I t  lasted fo r  three hours. The 
exchange w as refreshingly candid, 
su rpassin g  o u r expectations.
A rea s covered d u rin g  the face-to- 
face dialogue with the m an  who 
h ad  led H o w a rd  U niversity  in a  
positive  new direction fo r  two 
decades before stepping dow n on 
Ju n e 30, 1989, included  the u n i­
versity’s trem endous grow th d u rin g  
his tenure; recent controversies that 
arose after the appoin tm en t o f  R e ­
publican  N a tio n a l C om m ittee  
C h airm an  Lee A tw a te r  to H o ­
w ard’s  B o a rd  o f  Trustees; a n d  a  
variety o f  complex na tion a l a n d  in ­
ternational issues.
A  m u lti-d im en sion a l in d iv id u a l  
whose interests cover a  range o f  
substan tive subjects, the forem ost o f  
them being higher education, theo­
logy a n d  philosophy, Cheek re­
vealed to us his feelings a n d  his re­
solve. A lso , he responded to som e o f  
the m isconceptions regarding his 
style o f  leadership a n d  reiterated  
his u nw avering  com m itm en t to the 
expansion o f  educa tiona l a n d  other 
opportunities fo r  A frican  A m e r ­
icans a n d  others.
H e answ ered  o u r questions in a  
calm  bu t deliberate voice — exhibit­
in g  concern, anger, laughter or a
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sm ile  a t  various tim es d u rin g  the 
course o f  the long bu t s tim u la tin g  
session. H e w as gracious bu t also  
direct a n d  forthcom ing in his desire  
to right the record on areas where 
he fe lt  he h ad  been m isunderstood  
in recent years by studen ts, faculty, 
a n d  others.
W hat fo llow s then, a fter a  short 
biographical sketch, is the in terview  
with Jam es E . Cheek, organized  
into key subject areas.
Brief Bio
“I will not be an officer of 
any kind of organization 
that has students and fac­
ulty. Two presidencies in a 
lifetime is enough. . . ”
—James E. Cheek
H e was the recipient in 1983  o f  25 
the coveted P res id en tia l M ed a l o f  
Freedom , aw arded  by then- 
P resid en t R o n a ld  R eagan. H e also  
has been the recipient o f  nearly 2 0  
honorary degrees; holds m em ber­
ships in a  num ber o f  professional 
a n d  civic associations, as well as  
on boards o f  directors o f  corpora­
tions, such as G E IC O  a n d  the 
U n ited  N a tio n a l B a n k ; a n d  serves 
as a  trustee o f  several un iversities  
a n d  colleges, am on g  them F isk  
U niversity a n d  N e w  York In stitu te  
o f  Technology. H e is listed in  Who’s 
Who in America, a s well a s the In­
ternational Who’s Who, am ong  
others.
H e is a  m em ber o f  P h i B eta  
K appa, P h i D elta  K appa, A lph a  
Theta N u  Theological F ratern ity  
a n d  A lp h a  P h i A lp h a  Fraternity, 
am on g others.
H e a n d  his wife C elestine are the 
paren ts o f  two children, Jam es Jr. 
a n d  Janet, both gradu a tes o f  
H ow ard  University.
— A N S
Jam es E d w a rd  Cheek w as born on 
D ecem ber 4, 1932, in Roanoke  
R apids, N . C . H e  received his p re ­
university education in the public  
schools o f  Greensboro, N .C . ,  a n d  
served  in the U n ited  S ta tes A ir  
Force from  19 5 0  to 1951.
H e d id  his undergraduate work  
a t S h aw  U niversity in Raleigh, 
N .C . ,  a n d  received the B ach elor o f  
A r ts  degree in 1955.
A fter  S h aw  he w en t to C olgate- 
R ochester D iv in ity  School, in 
Rochester, N .Y ., a n d  D rew  U n i­
versity, in M adison , N .J . H e  earn ­
ed the M a ster  o f  D iv in ity  degree in  
1 9 5 8 fro m  the fo rm er a n d  a  P h .D . 
in 1 9 6 2 from  the latter.
In  1963, he returned to his a lm a  
mater, S h aw  University, a n d  serv ­
ed  as p residen t u n til his appoint­
m en t in 1969  to the presidency o f  
H ow ard  U niversity a t the yo u n g  
age o f  36.
N o w  56, J a m es Cheek has de­
voted a  m a jo r portion  o f  his career 
in higher education a t p redom i­
nantly  A frican  A m erica n  in stitu ­
tions. P r io r  to becom ing a  u n iver­
sity  president, he h ad  acquired  
classroom  experience as an  a ss is ­
tan t professor o f  N e w  Testam ent 
a n d  H istorica l Theology a t  Vir­
g in ia  U nion U niversity  in R ic h ­
m ond, fro m  1961 to 1963; as a  
v is itin g  instructor in C h ristian  
H istory a t  U psala  College in E a s t  
Orange, N .J ., the su m m er o f  
1960; as an  instructor in  Western 
H istory a t  U n ion  J u n io r  College in 
Cranford, N .J ., fro m  1 9 5 9  to 
1961; a n d  as a  teaching a ssista n t 
in H istorica l Theology a t  D rew  
Theological School in M adison , 
N .J ., fro m  19 5 9  to 1960.
In  the sprin g  o f  1970, he served  
as a  special con su ltan t to the P re s i­
den t o f  the U n ited  S ta tes on B lack  
colleges a n d  universities, a n d  in 
the su m m er o f  th a t y e a r  he served  
on the P res id en t’s C om m ission  on 
C am pu s Unrest.
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I. A Sense of 
Relief
President Cheek, as you get ready to 
depart from Howard University in 
about six weeks, leaving behind a 
20-year record of exemplary achieve­
ment, what sort of thoughts, feelings 
or emotions have you been ex­
periencing?
Well, one of the things that I’ve been 
experiencing has been a sense of relief. 
That may come as a surprise to some 
people. In order to understand that, I 
need to share with your readers that I 
made a promise when I was in graduate 
school—when I was planning, of course, 
on being a teacher, serving on the faculty 
of a university, rather than in administra­
tion, which I never contemplated — that 
when I reached the age of 50, I was 
going to retire from active teaching or 
from working for any particular or speci­
fic college or university and devote the 
remaining amount of my time to lecturing 
and continuing to write books. And I had 
tailored all of my financial planning and 
other planning to be ready to lead a dif­
ferent kind of life at the age of 50. So I’m 
six years behind my original schedule 
and totally missed the mark of what I was 
going to do with my life when I finished 
graduate school — because I came right 
into administration two years after I left 
graduate school. So, it’s that kind of re­
lief that I feel in the sense that I now will 
have an opportunity to begin to do some 
of those things that I had contemplated 
doing and had prepared myself to do.
What are some of those things?
Well, to write and to lecture and to 
travel.
Are you going to miss Howard 
University —  students, friends, the 
administration, the city and all that?
Well, I will be staying in the city; I will 
be remaining in the city. And I suspect 
occasionally I will be coming to events at 
the university. If I am elected president 
emeritus, it’s been the tradition that the 
president emeritus of the university is 
provided an office someplace on campus 
and provision has been made for that, not 
on the main campus, but on the east 
campus.
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You said something about lectur­
ing. Do you plan to give lectures or 
symposiums at Howard?
Well, I haven’t been invited to do that 
— so far. But I have lots of invitations to 
lecture on a variety of subjects and a 
variety of forums. There’s a great deal of 
interest and concern. One of the things 
that I had been involved in having this 
university prepare itself to do is to spon­
sor a national conference next year on 
the “One-Third of a Nation” report [by
the Commission on Minority Participa­
tion in Education and American Life],
You came to Howard University in 
1969 to move it to a higher and new, 
aggressive direction and in your 
quest to achieve excellence at all 
levels of this university, you have 
gained many admirers on campus 
and off campus. As you know, 
there’s a flip side to this question; 
there have been and still are many 
detractors who say, “Yes, James 
Cheek has done a terrific job during 
the first half of his tenure, but he 
has taken the university off course 
during the second half.” Now, 
rightly or wrongly, you have been 
portrayed as a leader, who, al­
though very brilliant, has lost touch 
with his constituency. Would you 
comment on that?
Well, I don’t think I’ve lost touch with 
our constituents. I first need to know 
what is understood to be Howard’s con­
stituents. If they’re students I could 
hardly lose touch with the thinking of 
young Black men and women of college 
and university age, having a son and a 
daughter, both of whom are still pursuing 
their education. The whole issue of the
role of higher education and the role of 
the historically Black institution is one 
that, I think, needs to be further 
clarified, particularly as it relates to this 
institution. One only has to read my 
speeches that I’ve delivered in the last 
several years, as well as speeches to 
other audiences, to make a determina­
tion as to whether or not that impression 
is true — that is, whether or not it can be 
confirmed empirically.
I think I understand as well as anyone 
else what the issues confronting Black 
Americans are and am very much com­
mitted to them. What some people have 
not particularly appreciated, particularly 
during the last eight years — during the 
Reagan administration — is my associa­
tion with the Reagan administration, and 
now with the'Bush administration. So if 
my association with the Reagan adminis­
tration and the Bush administration are 
indicative of “having lost touch with my 
constituency”, so be it.
I maintain that I have been represent­
ing the interests of our people or our 
constituency in a political forum where 
there was not very much representation 
on the part of Blacks, where, in fact, 
there was a reluctance on a part of a 
good segment of the Black leadership to 
even take advantage of the open door 
that President Reagan provided when he 
first came into office. I took advantage of 
that because we already had had an asso­
ciation that went back several years prior 
to his becoming president — and not just 
with him but also with his people and 
with the people who came to Washington 
with him as well as with the Bushes. As I 
have been quoted in other stories, “In 
order to have influence, you have to have 
access.”
That’s true. And that access, 
then, helped Howard University?
I think the record will speak for itself 
with respect to that.
You mentioned your association 
with Mr. Reagan and Mr. Bush 
going far back. Is that on a personal 
level? Do you consider them to be 
friends?
I consider them personal friends, but 
also friends of the institution. And, of 
course, a lot of people are not aware of it 
but Mr. Bush became active in fund rais­
ing for the United Negro College Fund as 
a senior undergraduate at Yale.
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So he has always been a friend . . .
Of our institutions and of the mission 
that we pursue. And then, generally, 
when I have talked to people and pinned 
them down on what they’re talking about 
[his “having lost touch with his consti­
tuency”], that’s what they’re talking 
about.
Does it bother you? This attitude 
that some people have?
No. I have always taken the position 
that I have no interest, really, in trim­
ming my sails to prevailing winds. I’m 
perfectly content to let history be the 
final judge of my stewardship. I’m not in­
terested in whether I’m “popular” or 
whether I’m high in the polls or low in the 
polls. That’s irrelevant to me. Those 
things are ephemeral, transitory. The 
easiest thing to do is to cater to what the 
current fad is or what a transitory wish 
may be when it comes to students. I’ve 
been a university president for 26 years. 
I’ve seen priorities for students change 
with each changing student generation.
II. Reflections on 
Howard
Do you recall when you first heard 
the name Howard University and 
what it meant to you at that point?
Where I came from in North Carolina 
. . . and when we were in high school we 
didn’t think of Howard as the place where 
one came to go to college. We thought of 
Howard in terms going to medical school 
or dental school or law school. We never 
thought of Howard in terms of under­
graduate education. If you go back and 
look, you won’t find from certain sections 
of North Carolina any large undergradu­
ate population having come here because 
there were so many private and public 
schools — about 11 in North Carolina — 
and then all over the South. And I never 
thought much about Howard at all. How­
ard didn’t have a very high profile in cir­
cles where I was involved. I had never 
been here until I had been elected 
president.
What were your impressions then 
when you stepped on the campus?
Well, I literally cried. I’d just left an in­
stitution [Shaw University] where we 
had to rebuild the institution physically so 
practically all the buildings were new. 
When I walked into Founders Library, I 
stood in the foyer and cried. The paint 
was peeling from the ceiling, the walls 
. . . I couldn’t believe it.
Here, you had thought Howard 
would be better off than Shaw.
Well, the trustees had told me, “One
thing you don’t have to worry about at 
Howard is raising money,” that, “We have 
everything we need because we get from 
the federal government.”
Did you then think you made a 
mistake to take on the Howard job?
If you would read my first convocation 
address, I make some references to that. 
First of all, I never accepted the job until 
I was sitting in this room. One day Mr. 
[G. Fredrick] Stanton, who was secre­
tary of the university and secretary of 
the board, came down—he had an enve­
lope in his hand — and said, “The chair­
man has brought to my attention that 
there’s some unfinished business with 
respect to initiating your presidency.” I 
said, “What is that?” He said, “Well, first 
of all, you don’t have a letter of appoint­
ment from the chairman and we also 
don’t have a letter from you accepting it.” 
So I had brought some Shaw engraved 
stationery with me and I wrote out my 
letter sitting right over there and Mrs. 
[Leota] Newman typed it up. And I had 
been here about a month.
You know, first of all, I had turned this 
job down. I had said, “Absolutely not. I’m 
not interested.” I was involved in too 
many things [at Shaw], We had just
bought a second campus that we were 
going to expand. The major part of Shaw 
was going to be located on land that then 
was just on the outskirts of Raleigh but 
the city had agreed that it would extend 
the city limits to embrace the second 
campus. And so the first piece of land we 
bought was a ranch. And all of this was 
farmland. We were negotiating with 
other owners to acquire their property 
and that was going to be the main 
campus.
You see, I had tried to change the 
name from Shaw University to Shaw Col­
lege because it no longer was a uni­
versity. And I was able to dig up the 
founder who was buried on the front part 
of the campus and move him but I 
couldn’t change the name! People came 
up with all kinds of reasons: why college 
wouldn’t rhyme with certain words in the 
alma mater and so forth, and I said, 
“Well, hell, since I can’t get anybody to 
support changing this to Shaw College 
and it’s called Shaw University then 
we’re going to make it a university.” So 
we embarked on a program of converting 
it into a comprehensive university. We 
reorganized the curriculum into schools 
and colleges headed by deans rather than 
department chairmen and we undertook 
an expansion program. We also were 
going to establish urban satellite cam­
puses. The only one we got off the 
ground was Shaw College in Detroit. We 
already had a building in Brooklyn, N.Y., 
for the Shaw College in Brooklyn; we 
had one scheduled for Roxbury in Bos­
ton; and we had gotten some rather 
prominent people to agree to come on 
Shaw’s board — people who could raise 
money. The president’s house was lo­
cated in a 27-room Victorian mansion on 
the main campus and that was too much 
space. So, my wife was involved with the 
architect in designing a new president’s 
home for this ranch that we bought. 
There was a lake on that ranch and be­
side the lake was a hill and she and the 
architect had selected this hill as the site 
for the house and the architectural plans 
were practically finished. The school was 
out of debt; we were on a roll; enroll­
ment was growing. I had no reason to 
leave.
My mother and father were there. My 
home, Greensboro, was only 45 minutes 
away. My wife’s family was only 45 
minutes away from Raleigh. And all my 
friends for the most part, other than 
those I had made when we went away to
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divinity school and graduate school, were 
around in the North Carolina-Richmond, 
Va., area. In addition to that, we didn’t 
have any nonsense going around at Shaw 
with student protest. Every morning I 
picked up the paper, the New York Times 
or something, Howard was on the front 
page with the students burning the 
school down! And I said to Scovel Rich­
ardson, the chairman [of the Howard 
Board of Trustees], “Look man, you 
know all that you have at Howard is tur­
bulence and what I’ve got down here is 
28 tranquility.”
Nothing changed my mind. Not one 
thing changed my mind of what I in­
tended to do. I had said, “I’m sorry” [de­
clining the offer of the Howard presi­
dency]. I had been invited to deliver the 
commencement address at Lincoln Jun­
ior High School in Greensboro and I was 
upstairs on the second floor of my house 
tying my necktie and I had the television 
on — the Today Show was on — and I 
heard a voice say, “We interrupt this pro­
gram to bring you a special an­
nouncement.” Then I heard another 
voice right after that say, “NBC has 
learned that the next president of How­
ard University is 36-year-old Dr. James 
E. Cheek, president of Shaw University.”
That was the first you heard of it?
What they did — they leaked the 
story. They leaked the story to NBC and 
so . . . The last words that I remember 
saying to Scovel Richardson was, “Judge 
Richardson, I am deeply honored but I 
have no intention of leaving Shaw to 
come to Howard.” And he said to me, 
“You will be at Howard in July.” I’ve for­
gotten the expression — it wasn’t by any 
means necessary but it was something 
similar to that.
I’ve since found out who called NBC, 
which I’m not going to tell you! And what 
that did, it made it impossible for me to 
stay at Shaw. The whole nation knew 
that I must have been in some kind of 
discussion with the people at Howard 
and, therefore, it raised in their minds, 
“Is this guy 100 percent committed to 
Shaw?” And they [the Howard people] 
knew that that would happen.
That was the plan?
Yes.
So it became inevitable that you 
would be the president of Howard.
I had to sit down with my board (at 
Shaw) and tell them . . .Now, the chair­
man of the board, Dr. [Asa] Spaulding, 
knew that because he was a member of 
the presidential search committee [for 
Howard],
So once the decision to become 
president of Howard had more or 
less been made for you, how did 
you feel at that point? Did you feel 
you were just walking into a 
cauldron?
Frankly, I don’t have any recollection 
of anything but being numb, in a fog. And 
if I could find my farewell address at 
Shaw you’d get some sense of what I 
meant. Because I had said something in 
that about I had always assumed that an 
individual had the power to influence his 
own destiny and I had discovered in re­
cent weeks that this was not to be.
Once the numbness had dissi­
pated, as far as being president of 
Howard, you launched your cam­
paign to build Howard into a uni­
versity of the first rank. What were 
the forces behind that decision to 
launch that campaign?
When I got here and I sat down and re­
viewed certain projections and papers 
that had been written about the uni­
versity, it was my view that this country
should have at least one [Black] uni­
versity — it should have more — but at 
least one that was a university in the true 
sense of the word; one that was a first- 
rate comprehensive research-oriented 
university, not just an institution with the 
name university like Shaw was and like a 
lot of others. I saw here all of the 
potential for Howard becoming that.
It was my view that if this [Howard] 
was going to be simply an overgrown 
liberal arts college with a collection of 
professional schools, there wasn’t very 
much future for it. And it was not going 
to have very much impact on the country 
or the world; it wasn’t going to fulfill its 
destiny.
We set out to develop, not through any 
committee (a good bit of this was done 
on my kitchen table), a master plan. One 
of the first things that we did was to get 
the university admitted to the Associa­
tion of Research Libraries. We didn’t 
really qualify but we got admitted on the 
basis of my affirmations of what we in­
tended. Then, I took the position that 
while this is a traditionally Black or pre­
dominantly Black institution, we can’t 
adequately or truly assess Howard’s 
place in American higher education in 
terms of its resources by comparing it 
with other historically Black colleges and 
universities. You’re comparing apples 
and oranges. We have to be looked at in 
relation to other comparable research- 
oriented universities. So I listed one 
night all of Howard’s characteristics — 
the schools and colleges we have, the 
student population and so forth. And 
using Howard’s characteristics as the cri­
teria, I was able to come up with 11 pri­
vate institutions that were pretty much 
like Howard in terms of institutional com­
plexity and size, curriculum, scope, etc. 
— except that they were all white and we 
were Black. Then I developed 20 some 
areas or resource categories by which in­
stitutions are generally measured to de­
termine whether they have adequate re­
sources to fulfill their stated mission and 
objectives.
We were able to get a group of private 
schools that were on the list of the top 
100 in receiving federal money, all of 
which had medical schools — that was 
important because medical schools can 
skew your data because of the cost of 
operating medical schools—that were 
members of the Association of Research 
Libraries; that offered the Ph.D in at
So the logical question is: Why 
leave tranquility for turbulence? 
What changed your mind and 
caused you to want to come to 
Howard?
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least five distinct disciplines; and that had 
a student population between 6,500 and 
11,500. Howard kind of fell in the inter­
mediate of that range at that time. And 
some of the data we collected were pub­
lic data, published in such things as the 
American Association of University Pro­
fessors annual reports on faculty sala­
ries. Other information was published by 
the organization that collects higher edu­
cation statistics. Then we wrote to each 
school and asked [the school] to share 
copies of certain documents with us, 
such as audits and so forth. And then we 
put together this study that I called, 
“The Lingering Legacy of Neglect and 
Deprivation,” because we ranked last in 
every single category except in student 
population. And that became my bible. I 
carried that everywhere I went — to the 
executive branch of the federal govern­
ment, to the Congress, to foundations 
and corporations. And quite frankly, 
there were places where I went and they 
sat down and reviewed that study and 
some people really got angry by what 
they saw. McGeorge Bundy at the Ford 
Foundation — sitting on the sofa in his 
office — shook his head and said, “It’s 
obvious the only explanation for this [dis­
crepancy in resources] is race.”
So it was a brilliant strategy in a 
way to get other people to recog­
nize that?
Look at the facts — yes.
III. Student 
Protests
You came to Howard University in 
1969 to lead it. That was right after 
the student protests on campus 
and as a result of some of the de­
mands that the students were mak­
ing, you came. The year before you 
came to Howard there were no less 
than 18 institutions of higher edu­
cation that saw a transfer of power 
at the presidential level, for exam­
ple: Atlanta University, Cheyney 
State, Fisk University, Virginia State 
and Xavier University. Today, in 
1989, at Howard University and at 
other institutions of higher learning
coast-to-coast, and even in China, 
students once again are demanding 
changes. What do you make of it? 
You have been associated with this 
sort of movement from your 
student days . . .
Well, of course, I don’t regard the 
student protest that took place here [in 
March] as having been the kind of 
student protest that has dealt with sub­
stantive issues. Let me interject some­
thing at this point, which is what I had to
say to The Hilltop [Howard University 
student newspaper] editor [Suzanne 
Alexander]: One of the projects that I am 
involved in, even at this moment, is writ­
ing my memoirs. There’s a lot that I’m 
not going to say [in this interview] be­
cause I’m not going to give my book 
away. And so, you should know that. 
There was an awful lot that she [Alexan­
der] asked me. I told her, “Look, you’re 
trying to get all of my memoirs into The 
Hilltop [in its May 12th issue].
There’s a considerable question in my 
mind as to what kind of student protest 
this was and whether it fits within the 
definition and the character of student 
protests as I have known them over a 
period of a quarter of a century. One is 
the leadership. The substantive Black 
student protest endeavors have been led 
generally by the best students academic­
ally, by elected student leaders, students 
who did, in fact, have a constituency. You 
could feel the passion. The elected 
student leadership was engaged with us 
in a different kind of dialogue, in a dia­
logue to resolve some of the things that 
were of great concern to them, and
rightly so, as has been in practice over 
the past number of years of interacting 
with the university administration in 
helping to resolve things rather than hav­
ing a confrontation about them. This 
group, self-appointed, self-anointed . . . 
nobody knows where they came from, 
nobody elected them to anything, what 
they simply did was take over the issues 
that already were being addressed but 
were being addressed in a different 
forum. The only issue they had was the 
Lee Atwater thing [See Protest ’89. 
April New Directions] and we know that 
that was manipulated from the outside.
By whom?
[Silence]
Then the question is, some folks 
might say: If the students were not 
the elected student leaders, how 
were they able to have 1,000, 2,000, 
3,000 other students join them?
They didn’t have that. What one really 
needed to do was to go around this cam­
pus and talk to students. I mean there 
were students who came in this [Admin­
istration] building and stayed an hour so 
they could say, “I was there.” There are 
people that you can go talk to, who are 
not full-time members of Howard but 
who serve as adjunct professors and so 
forth, who talked to students and asked 
them their opinion about what was going 
on and you’d have your eyes opened with 
respect to what they learned.
It is very instructive that, first of all 
with respect to Mr. Atwater, obviously 
the president [of Howard] can’t put any­
body on the Board of Trustees. Mr. At­
water was proposed by another trustee. 
He was nominated by the trustee com­
mittee on nominations and degrees. The 
bylaws of the university provide that all 
trustees who are nominated must be 
elected by secret ballot. We have faculty 
and student trustees. No trustee voted 
against Mr. Atwater — including 
students and faculty trustees. Nobody 
voted against Mr. Atwater. In all the 
years that I have been in higher educa­
tion administration, and I find this weird, 
especially here, everybody who said any­
thing to me about Mr. Atwater’s appoint­
ment — it was a compliment. I do not 
have one letter, not one telegram, no
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students had said anything to me. The 
first evidence that I experienced of a ne­
gative reaction to Mr. Atwater occurred 
at the morning of the convocation. Mr. 
Atwater and his wife were at the Charter 
Day dinner the night before. People 
were coming up to Mr. Atwater and wel­
coming him.
Were you then very surprised?
I was quite surprised. On the basis of 
what I now know I am not surprised — 
because that was not a grassroots 
student movement. You just think 
yourself now: Mr. Atwater was elected 
in January. If there had been passionate 
objection why was not The Hilltop filled 
with passion or letters from the constit­
uency expressing outrage and so forth? 
Why were there not demonstrations out 
in front of the administration building 
when it was announced that he had been 
appointed? When the students were out­
raged in 1983 about the action the uni­
versity had taken with respect to Miss 
[Janice] McKnight [a former editor of 
The HilltopJ they came to the Washing­
ton Hilton Hotel to the Charter Day din­
ner [to protest].
There was nothing [protest] at the 
Charter Day dinner, as you say, he 
was being congratulated . . .  Now, 
the day of the convocation, when 
you were in the Fine Arts building 
and getting ready to come to 
Cramton and you had your honored 
guests there — Mr. Bill Cosby and 
so forth —  when you got the word 
that things were getting a little tight 
in Cramton and students were on 
the stage, how did you feel? Were 
you angry?
Well, I was disappointed and also em­
barrassed because Mr. Cosby — who 
has been portrayed as being the most 
popular person in the country with his 
overall appeal to people of all ages, races 
and so forth — was here to speak and to 
receive an honorary degree. So it was 
disappointment, embarrassment, not 
anger so much, and then not knowing 
who the students were. I had a feeling 
that somehow we had failed them — be­
cause, you see, I made an assumption 
that it was the student leadership [that 
was behind the demonstration].
How did Mr. Cosby feel? Did he 
comment one way or the other? 
Was he disappointed as well?
Initially — and of course he would 
have to tell you how he felt — I think that 
his emotions were not too different from 
mine.
In the 20 years that you have 
been at Howard, would it be correct 
to say that that was the most hurtful 
thing for you?
Certainly for the institution — not for 
me personally — because I immediately 
saw, immediately knew, that nothing 
good for Howard could come out of that.
You are correct in saying that the 
issues were not that enormous, 
other than the Atwater issue, be­
cause we are talking mainly about 
housekeeping issues.
Yes, and those were being dealt with 
anyway. We’d been having meetings with 
student representatives in discussing 
those. They knew what we were doing.
IV. Interaction 
With Students
One of the issues the students 
raised was that they thought that 
you had become more remote from 
students in recent years. As you 
look back, do you wish that per­
haps you had had closer interaction 
with the students?
Let me put it this way: I wish that I 
had had more time and more energy for 
that to happen. It’s a very interesting 
thing and I’m going to have some dis­
cussion of this in my manuscript also. It’s 
a rather interesting characteristic about 
Black students attending a Black institu­
tion in comparison with white students 
that I’ve known or Black students at­
tending white institutions. And that has 
to do with the almost necessity for the 
chief executive to have an interaction 
with the student population and a visibil­
ity that is not expected in other institu­
tions. Black students can go to a white 
school and they don’t care whether they 
ever see the president.
Do you think that’s because 
there’s a family feeling on the Black 
campus that you don’t have on the 
white campus?
I was going to say — I don’t want to 
oversimplify — but there’s a sense in 
which our institutions can’t be called 
communities; they have to be called fam­
ilies. I mean, this is the Howard family. I 
used to refer to it as the Howard commu­
nity. I thought it was just too big to be 
called the Howard family. And if you read 
remarks that I have made at various oc­
casions you will see I went through a 
transition where I stopped using the ex­
pression Howard community and started 
referring to it as the Howard family be­
cause it was clear to me that that was the 
feeling that everybody was reaching out 
for.
The problem here is that this institu­
tion . . .  is a conglomerate . . . Then I, 
of necessity, have had to devote more 
and more of my time on Capitol Hill on 
behalf of Howard’s federal appropri­
ations. The first period of my presidency 
I went to Capitol Hill to testify at our 
hearings. Now I’m constantly going back 
and forth visiting not just the chairmen of 
committees in the House and the Senate, 
but the members and their staff and at­
tending meetings after meetings with of­
ficials at OMB [Office of Management 
and Budget] and the Department of Edu­
cation. And then also I’ve had to allow 
time to initiate or accelerate the initiation 
of a private sector constituency; and play 
a role nationally on behalf of other Black 
institutions; and work with the Cosbys 
[Bill and Camille] for three years now in 
reviewing prospects for their contribu­
tions; and serve on the boards of other 
institutions.
One simply doesn’t have the time no 
matter how much one delegates. That’s 
another feature of the culture of this 
place at least, but it’s also true of other 
Black institutions. No matter how much 
one delegates to other officers, everybody 
wants to start at the top if they have a 
problem. They want to start at the top. 
They insist. They don’t go to a dean or a 
vice president and then appeal their situ­
ation up to the top if they can’t get it re­
solved at the lower level. They’ve got to 
start up here, and one has to be respon­
sive to that.
You see, it’s rather ironic that in 1974 I 
asked the board to engage a manage-
NEW DIRECTIONS JULY 1989 7
Said and Scarupa: A Candid Conversation With James Edward Cheek
Published by Digital Howard @ Howard University,
8New Directions, Vol. 16 [], Iss. 3, Art. 4
http://dh.howard.edu/newdirections/vol16/iss3/4
ment consulting firm—Arthur D.
Little—to examine the management gov­
ernance structure of the university. And 
it’s very interesting they [Arthur D. Lit­
tle consultants] had a statement in 1974: 
it said the president is ruining his health. 
They talked about the demands being 
made on my time and so forth. The 
school then wasn’t anywhere near the 
size and complexity that it is now. And 
they recommended the creation of an ex­
ecutive vice president as the chief oper­
ating officer. This was 1974. The board 
32 left it up to me as to whether I would im­
plement that. I decided I was not going 
to implement that because I was con­
cerned about the creation of another 
layer of administration between the 
president and deans and the students and 
the staff, etc.
Well, in ’86 or ’87 — I have to check 
my calendar — it became quite clear that 
this [the creation of an executive vice 
president] was going to have to be done 
because there were just too many de­
mands on my time and my energies to 
enable me to do all of them successfully. 
So I recommended to the board that we 
create that position and I selected Dr. 
Carlton Alexis, who had expressed a 
desire to retire. I talked him out of re­
tiring and into accepting that position. 
It’s a good thing I did that because he 
took office January 1 [1988] and 27 days 
later, sitting right here in this chair, I 
stopped breathing and was rushed to the 
hospital with no blood pressure and no 
pulse.
Was that a heart attack?
No, I guess you call it cardiac arrest. 
My heart said “enough.”
There was no damage to the 
heart?
No. It just quit. It said, “You go to hell, 
you crazy! The rest of us [his heart, etc.] 
are tired and we ain’t gonna function.” 
The editor of The Hilltop alluded to it in 
her article: She said, “When you created 
that position and appointed somebody to 
it, it was widely interpreted that you 
didn’t care [about Howard] anymore.”
Did you wish that you had had an 
executive vice president earlier?
The only vice president who was in 
favor of my creating that position in 1974 
was Dr. Alexis and he was my personal
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physician and he agreed with the Arthur 
D. Little people. There was not a system 
of vice presidencies when I came here. 
This administrative organization was one 
that I created. If I had created that posi­
tion when I created the other vice presi­
dencies and they, the vice presidents, 
had been reporting to such an officer 
from the beginning, they could have ad­
justed to it. But they had gotten accus­
tomed to a different kind of reporting re­
lationship. They also had the same 
attitude in ’86 but I said, “That’s too bad! 
It’s just something that has to be done.” 
What I think we should have done when 
that position was created and announced: 
more time and attention should have 
been devoted to communicating to the 
university community the rationale for it, 
how it was to function, etc. We just made 
certain assumptions. We just assumed 
everybody understood.
And some misread it, obviously.
Yes.
You said you stopped breathing 
right here. Were you a heavy 
smoker then?
Yes, sir, four packs a day for 40 years. 
I started smoking when I was 15.
You’ve stopped now?
I smoked my last cigarette sitting right 
here at 12:30 [on the day he went into 
cardiac arrest]. When I was transferred 
from intensive care to the pavilion I could 
smoke but I didn’t want to. I’d lost my 
taste for it. And see I was so ill I went 
through all the withdrawal symptoms 
while I was in ICU [Intensive Care Unit] 
so I never had any craving for a cigarette.
So you definitely think it was the 
pressure of the job that brought 
this [the cardiac arrest] on?
Exhaustion. People have died from 
exhaustion.
How do you feel now?
I feel great. I’m always amused when I 
read in The Washington Post about my ill 
health. The only thing I have wrong with 
me is hypertension, which has been 
under control after I’d developed it when 
I was 35.
Could you see yourself taking on 
another role in higher education?
No, not as president. No, no, no, no. 
Not as president. I will not be an officer 
of any kind of organization that has 
students, and faculty. Two presidencies in 
a lifetime is enough. In another incarna­
tion, maybe.
V. The W s 
at Shaw
Now, let me take you back, way 
back to 1968 when you were presi­
dent of Shaw University. You con­
vened a major conference at Shaw 
which was attended by hundreds of 
Black students from across the 
country. And I’m quoting here from 
a paragraph of a story in a news­
paper. “Shaw University, the birth­
place of the Student Nonviolent Co­
ordinating Committee in 1960 
became the center of attraction for 
the nation’s restive . . .  students 
this week. Delegates to the 5 day 
Congress for the Unity of Black 
Students (CUBS) were greeted by 
Shaw’s president an d .. . . ” I [the ed­
itor] as a young reporter for the 
A fro -A m erican  covered that confer­
ence. Both the convening of the 
conference and also the formation 
of the Congress was your 
brainchild. And at that time, during 
those three days I was there, you 
did leave a positive and lasting im­
pression on the delegates of that 
conference, as well as most of the 
journalists who saw you in action.
Would you please reminisce a bit 
about the student movement in 
those days and some of the memo­
ries you have from those years?
Now, you’re going after my book, you 
see. First of all when I went to Shaw in 
’63, the sit-ins were still going on, the 
stand-ins, the pray-ins, all of the “ins” 
that were taking place. And Shaw, be­
cause it was located only about a three- 
minute walk from downtown Raleigh, 
was the gathering place. That’s where 
everybody came to get ready to march to 
the various locations to stage whatever it 
was they were going to stage. There was 
ferment and excitement, also a great deal 
of apprehension.
Around 1965, ’66, I began to get con­
cerned that Negro students — as we 
called them then — having created ear­
lier the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), which was founded 
at Shaw, had ceased to really be an active 
participant in the post sit-in, stand-in, 
pray-in activity and were beginning to di­
rect a lot of their frustration over the 
slowness of the pace of change toward 
their own institutions. And I thought that 
SNCC was no longer playing the creative 
role and drawing on the creative energies 
of college students the way it had earlier. 
There was no comprehensive national 
strategy. This is one of the major chap­
ters in my book: I’ve already written this 
chapter.
So the first part of it [the book] 
deals with the student movement?
The first part of it deals with what I 
call the Negro Revolt and the Black Rev­
olution, which is my introduction to being 
a college president. It was in the transi­
tion from what I call the Negro revolt to 
what I choose to call the Black 
revolution.
So in those days, and up until the time 
I left, I had a kind of seminar that was 
called the president’s round table where I 
met weekly with a group of students at 
my home and various places on the cam­
pus. Later, after we acquired the ranch, 
we would meet out there, and in the 
springtime and the fall we would meet 
around the lake and discuss the social 
and political issues as they affected Black 
people and our country, for that matter, 
and Africa. And at one of our sessions, I 
related to them the background about
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the formation of SNCC and suggested to 
them that we should give serious consid­
eration to Shaw convening a national con­
ference and creating a new national 
student organization that would play a 
role in the post civil rights movement. 
This is another major thing in my manu­
script — we had the movement for civil 
rights on one side of the coin, the 
struggle for social justice on the other 
side of the coin.
In one of my speeches, I articulate the 
distinction between the two and my view 
was that we dealt with the matter of 
changing the law, which is what civil 
rights [is about]. Civil rights dealt with 
where people may eat. Social justice 
deals with whether people will eat. Civil 
rights dealt with where people could live. 
Social justice deals with whether people 
will live, and so forth. And my view is: 
this generation is going to inherit this so­
ciety. It’s going to take over this society. 
It may not do it by revolution but it’s 
going to do it by inheritance and the 
preparation place for taking on that re­
sponsibility is in college. And I convinced 
our students that Shaw should be the 
locus of another national conference for a 
new kind of student organization that 
would galvanize Negro students for what 
I saw as the greatest of the greater part 
of our task. The easy part was really 
what had been accomplished with the sit- 
ins and stand-ins, etc. And they agreed. 
We formed a steering committee under 
the auspices of the Shaw student govern­
ment. This was in 1967 and we devoted 
an entire school year ’66-67 to planning 
this. And we decided that we would have 
it [the conference] in the spring of ’68. It 
was to be called a National Conference of 
Negro Students. By the spring of ’67 the 
plans were pretty firmly established of 
how the conference was going to be 
structured. The time was to be in April 
of ’68, the first week. They [the 
students] wanted the Vice President of 
the United States, Hubert Humphrey, to 
be keynote speaker and I had written a 
letter to Hubert Humphrey and he had 
agreed, barring some national emergen­
cy, to come to Raleigh, to Shaw, to de­
liver the keynote address.
The students left Shaw at the end of 
that school year as Negro students and 
they came back in September as Black 
students. People ask me, “How can you 
be so precise and certain about when the 
transition from Negro to Black came
about?” I relate this to them. I had asked 
the students to continue to meet at least 
through correspondence and telephone 
exchange during the summer to keep 
some momentum going in preparing for 
the spring of ’68. In September ’67, they 
met with me in my home and the first 
thing they said to me was, “We cannot 
have any conference that uses the ex­
pression ‘Negro Students.’ ” I said, 
“Why not?” They said, “We just can’t.” I 
said, “Well what kind of students are you
going to be?” And they said, “We’re 
Black students.”
I said, “Oh! I see!” And I said, “well 
then, we need to start working on a new 
name.” They said, “Well, we’ve already 
done that and since you emphasize this 
as being a conference to create a new 
youth organization, we’ve come up with 
a name that forms an acronym that con­
notes youth.” I said, “Well, what is it?” 
They said, “The Congress of the Unity 
of Black Students, which is CUBS.” And 
they said, “That’s number one.” They 
said, “Now, Mr. President, number two 
is we can’t have any white person as the 
keynote speaker.” I said, “But you 
wanted the vice president of the United 
States to be the keynote speaker and 
here’s my letter to him and his letter 
back to me accepting. You can’t invite the 
vice president of the United States and 
then disinvite him.” They said, “Well, we 
have to.” And I said, “Well, let me see 
what I can do about that.” They said, 
“No, right now we’ve got to make the 
decision.” They also came back with an 
impatience that had not been manifested 
in our meetings before the summer. 
They said. “We have to have a young
person to give the keynote address.” And 
I said, “Well, do you have any sug­
gestions?” They said, “No, we thought 
that you would.” So I said, “Well, there is 
a young man who was a student at More­
house who played a leading role right 
here on this campus as a delegate to the 
conference that led to the formation of 
SNCC. That’s Julian Bond.” One or two 
of them knew him because he was start­
ing to attract attention because of his 
antiwar position. But our students 
weren’t paying too much attention at that 
time to the antiwar movement.
I had to write Hubert Humphrey to in­
dicate that the plans for the conference 
had changed, the emphasis had changed, 
the focus had changed, everything had 
changed. He understood and was very 
gracious in accepting what was tanta­
mount to a rejection by our students. We 
sent letters to the student governments 
of all of the Negro colleges and to Black 
student unions that had started to be 
formed in the white schools. We sent 
them to practically every college and uni­
versity in the country. And then we had 
various committees. We met frequently.
Frankly, looking back I’m trying to 
figure out how I got any other kind of 
work done or how students got any 
studying done because we devoted so 
much of our time to planning that confer­
ence. We could not have known that the 
first week in April would also be the 
week of Martin Luther King’s assassi­
nation. And so the conference convened 
in May when the residue [of mourning] 
was still there and it caused racial feeling 
to intensify, racial hostility to intensify. 
What was Black got blacker; some 
students who were on the fence in trying 
to figure out whether they were Negro 
or Black, with the assassination of Mar­
tin Luther King, were knocked over into 
the Black world.
One of the things that didn’t happen 
that was the objective of the conference 
was the formation of a structured new 
student organization after the fashion of 
SNCC. And that’s what CUBS was sup­
posed to become. And the reason it 
didn’t was that — and this is one of those 
generalizations that would pretty much 
stand sociological examination or evalu­
ation — the students who were enrolled 
in predominantly Negro institutions had 
one kind of perspective on what it meant 
to be Black, and the students in the main 
who were at the predominantly white in­
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stitutions had another perspective. And I 
had characterized it this way: That we 
emphasized at our institutions that one 
could be pro Black without being anti 
white; their view was that the only way 
that we can be pro Black is we have to be 
anti white, that we can’t love ourselves 
unless we hate white people. So we 
could not put together a coalition of these 
two sets of students from these two dif­
ferent perspectives that could agree on a 
common agenda and a common strategy. 
Nor could we put together one that could 
even agree on strategies that were com­
plementary. They were mutually 
exclusive.
So was the conference suc­
cessful?
Well, it was successful in fleshing out a 
lot of issues and bringing out into the 
open some of the necessary dialogue 
that became the coin of the realm, so to 
speak, in subsequent years. CUBS did 
not become the thing like SNCC as it was 
intended to become.
But that was your original hope?
That was the original plan.
VI. Reflections on 
National Issues
Dr. Cheek, at the last count, since 
1970, you have received 17 honor­
ary degrees from institutions of 
higher learning. In 1983 you also re­
ceived the coveted presidential 
Medal of Freedom. You have 
traveled extensively within the 
United States. Now, in this context, 
would you share your views on the 
following national issues: 1. The 
state of higher education today; 2. 
Institutional racism and the resur­
gence of racial bigotry in the coun­
try; and 3. The escalating problem 
of drugs and related crimes, partic­
ularly in such large cities as Wash­
ington, D.C.
There’s a sense in which there’s a 
relatedness between number one and
number two from my perspective. One 
of the things that we are witnessing as I 
bring to a close my formal role as a uni­
versity president is the outbreak of overt 
expressions of racism on American col­
lege campuses. We have known for some 
time that there had been still in existence 
this undercurrent of racism but it was not 
considered civilized to manifest it. It was 
done in very subtle ways. We were 
aware of that because of the large 
number of transferees that we were get­
ting from predominantly white colleges 
and universities. And they were trans­
ferring to Howard not because they were 
having academic difficulties — because 
we won’t accept a student transferring 
unless one is in good standing from 
where he or she has been — but because 
of the growing social hostility toward 
Blacks on the part of faculty and 
students that was characterized by them 
as being racial hostility. We have seen, 
for the past two years at least, very very 
manifest expressions of hostility out in 
the open as though it is sanctioned. And 
we have seen a retreat from a commit­
ment that we thought was made in the 
later ’60s and the ’70s on the part of in­
stitutions of higher learning to wage an 
aggressive effort to close the gap be­
tween Black and white with respect to 
access to, as well as success in, higher 
education. And now we see retreats 
from that. Let me put it this way: The 
programs or activities that were con­
structed in the ’60s that were supposed 
to be positive deliverers of this access 
to, and success in, have been attacked as 
being racism in reverse — such as 
affirmative action, and so forth.
Where do you place the blame?
Well, I don’t know. One of the things 
that I hope the period of retirement will 
enable me to do will be to examine the 
social scene much more analytically and 
in depth than I’ve had the time or the 
energy in this job, given the things that 
claim my attention. I don’t really know. I 
simply know that it’s there. It’s mani­
fested in the fact that the enrollment of 
Blacks in higher education has been de­
clining — not going up, not even standing 
still, but going down.
If you read the opening words in the 
“One-Third of a Nation” report, America 
is moving backward, not forward. So that 
retreat is disturbing because of the impli­
cations it has for the country. When we 
have a situation where Black males of 
college age — that is, between the ages 
of 18 and 24 — make up 48 percent of 
the nation’s prison population, 27 per­
cent of the military and less than 6 per­
cent of the college population, it’s a 
national disgrace and a national tragedy. 
And it bodes ill for the future of this 
country if that kind of thing continues.
And there’s another study that I have 
that indicates that if present trends con­
tinue, by the year 2,000, which is just 11 
years from now, 71 percent of all Black 
households will be headed by single 
women and 30 percent or less of Black 
males will be employed or employable. 
And that’s because what would be re­
quired for them to be employed or to be 
employable because of the technological 
nature of society will be an education — 
and they won’t have it. The cost to the 
country moneywise will be staggering. 
The cost to this country in terms of its 
social and economic and political stability 
will be devastating. And institutions of 
higher learning in a free society, in a de­
mocracy, are the cornerstones of the 
preservation of democracy.
Epictetus, the Greek philosopher who 
had once been a slave, in observing the 
nature of Greek society of his time made 
the observation that, “Man has declared 
that only free men shall be educated, but 
God has decreed that only the educated 
shall be truly free.” So you can’t have a 
free society without an educated popu­
lation and to have this large a segment of 
the national population [not educated] 
creates a situation much more ominous 
than what the Kemer Commission al­
luded to in 1968.
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And your concerns about the es­
calating problem of drugs and re­
lated crimes?
Well, we are swiftly and with irrevoc­
ability wiping out an entire generation, or 
crippling one if not wiping it out. If one 
wanted to wage war on this society and 
conquer it, there couldn’t be a more ef­
fective way than what is happening right 
before our eyes.
Given your interest in national 
issues, particularly higher educa­
tional opportunities for African 
Americans and racial harmony, 
would you try, if you will, to rate the 
positive or negative impacts the fol­
lowing American presidents have 
had on those issues: John 
Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, and 
Ronald Reagan?
I don’t really see where John Kennedy 
had much of an impact, except in a kind 
of cosmetic way. I don’t see any substan­
tive thing that came out of the almost 
three years that he was president. Lyn­
don Johnson clearly laid the foundation 
for this country by having education at 
the top of the national agenda. President 
Reagan had his heart in the right place; 
he didn’t have the people in the right 
places at the right time to have his pres­
idency elevate education to the level of 
urgency on the national agenda that both 
the international and the domestic cir­
cumstances required.
The current president, Mr. George 
Bush, during the campaign was 
often heard saying that he was 
going to be the education presi­
dent. Realizing that he’s been in 
office a very short time now, what 
do you see him doing in the future?
I truly expect and believe with convic­
tion that he not only means that and is 
committed to it but is going to make that 
happen; that education is going to be at 
the top of the national agenda and when 
eight or nine years from now we look 
back on a two-term Bush presidency, we 
will see a transformation in the place that 
education occupies among our national 
priorities.
You truly believe that?
I absolutely do and I’m going to do 
everything that I can to help see to it that
that happens.
The struggle of Black Americans 
does continue. Let me ask you this 
question now. How would you char­
acterize the work of Martin Luther 
King, Malcolm X, Roy Wilkins and 
Whitney Young as each in his own 
way sought to change the status 
quo in this country?
I think that it’s very very interesting 
that all of these men that you mentioned 
occupied the American social and politi­
cal scene at the same time. Each brought 
to the issues and the problems we face a 
different perspective, a different style 
and a different emphasis in which each 
was absolutely essential and none was 
mutually exclusive. I don’t know whether 
we’ll ever see that again. Martin Luther 
King didn’t cancel out Malcolm X and 
Malcolm X didn’t cancel out Martin 
Luther King. Whitney Young’s approach 
was different from that of the NAACP; 
they didn’t cancel each other out. They 
were like the chords in a symphony. And 
we didn’t appreciate it at the time — and 
I suppose it’s because you never fully ap­
preciate something that is contempo­
raneous with you. Here we had this 
period in the latter ’50s going through 
the '60s and the early part of the 70s 
where you had these giants on the scene 
at the same time, all marching to Zion by 
different roads but each road was neces­
sary and all headed for one destination.
Closer to home, meaning Howard 
University, what measure of strength 
have you gotten from the teachings of 
these three African American educa­
tors: Benjamin Mays, Howard Thur­
man and Mordecai Johnson?
All three were very close friends, 
mentors. I learned early from all three to 
remain true to my own convictions and to 
set my sights on a certain agenda and 
pursue it with vigor and not be con­
cerned with contemporary assessment 
and evaluation of your stewardship.
VII. International 
Issues
You have traveled abroad exten­
sively and been to Africa and the
Caribbean, the Middle East and Tai­
wan. You also have been a host to 
numerous world leaders and 
statesmen on this campus, among 
them Julius Nyerere, Kenneth 
Kaunda, Michael Manley, Edward 
Seaga . . .  Would you comment on 
these international issues: the situ­
ation in South Africa; the situation 
in the Middle East, particularly the 
Israeli-occupied territories; and
also if you would care to comment 
on the conflicts in other parts of 
Africa, particularly the situation in 
Ethiopia and Eritrea and the situ­
ation in south Sudan.
Well, with respect to the situation in 
South Africa, here we are dealing with 
what I would refer to as one of the inevi­
tabilities of history. It is inevitable that 
apartheid in South Africa is going to be 
eliminated. The only questions is, by 
what means and how soon? There is no 
question about whether. And on the 
question of by what means, and how 
soon, will be determined what kind of a 
South Africa emerges.
With respect to the Middle East, I 
think here we also are dealing with an in­
evitability. The various groups in the 
Middle East are going to have to find an 
accord and the Palestinians are going to 
have to have a homeland and Israel and 
her neighbors are going to have to learn 
to live together in that very very stra­
tegic and sacred part of the world. I call 
that an inevitability because I have a con­
viction about the ultimate triumph of 
right over wrong and of truth over 
falsehood.
With respect to the situation in Ethi­
opia and Eritrea and the situation in 
north and south Sudan, there I’m not 
very familiar with what the issues are 
and don’t have anything to say much 
about them because they haven’t been in 
the forefront of my thinking. I’m glad you 
brought them up because it provokes me 
to become more familiar with them. I’m 
only superficially familiar with the nature 
of the conflicts there.
This is a follow-up of the South 
Africa issue to which you just re­
sponded very well: Last week Presi­
dent George Bush met with Arch­
bishop Desmond Tutu, the Rev. 
Allan Boesak and the Rev. Beyers 
Naude and from the reports after­
ward, Archbishop Tutu said that he
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was very encouraged by that meet­
ing. He mentioned President Bush 
expressing the idea that he may 
want to become a catalyst for peace 
in the region. Are you also encour­
aged by that meeting?
Well, I am and I think that sooner than 
we realize — or sooner than some pun­
dits may think — there will be, I will pre­
dict, some leadership given by the Bush 
administration to place this country much 
more squarely in the leadership among 
nations in the world in trying to bring 
about peaceful, bloodless social change. 
Now, whether he [Bush] will be success­
ful or not goes back to the first observa­
tion I made. But the fact that three South 
African leaders were encouraged by both 
the substance and the symbolism of the 
president encourages me. Mr. Bush is a 
man who does not engage in idle chatter 
or whittle away his time without being 
serious about pursuing his commit­
ments.
On the record [following off the 
record comment about further 
plans after retirement and news re­
ports on ambassadorial post which 
he declined]: Was the ambassa­
dorship to Cameroon something 
you wanted, or sought?
I did not seek it.
It was offered?
Yes.
During the course of your associ­
ation with various administrations, 
starting with Nixon, did you con­
sider taking any post with the 
government?
No. It has come up several times 
but on previous occasions I indicated that 
I was too much involved in some very im­
portant unfinished business at Howard, 
and then my son and daughter were still 
in school. It just was not convenient for 
me. And, of course, there were certain 
things that I felt I needed to accomplish.
So you’re not entirely closing the 
door? In the future you may want to 
be considered for an ambassa­
dorship?
Well, in my letter to the President, I 
indicated that I was withdrawing at this 
time and that if after a year he still is 
interested in my joining the administra­
tion, I would be available.
When are your memoirs due?
I’m going to have as a target to com­
plete that in a year. Part of it has already 
been written; it has to be turned over to 
an editor — an editor can do fantastic 
things with a manuscript. I already have 
the major components of the outline.
Do you have a publisher yet?
Well, I don’t know whether this should 
be stated, but I have a contract.
When you’ve completed your 
memoirs could you see being con­
sidered for another ambassadorial 
post?
Well, I’ve indicated that . . .  I don’t 
mind sharing with you my letter to the 
president — I still have it in my briefcase 
— and his note back to me.
But first you’re going to take one 
year off to rest?
Well, I’m definitely going to clearly 
rest. As I said, in the meantime, be­
tween now and next year, I’ll take on any 
kind of short-term assignment that 
doesn’t require a full-time commitment, 
and next year I will be a new man — if 
I’m still here . . .
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When you look back over 20 years, 
what are some of the things you 
feel most proud about?
Well, I’m proud of everything so I can’t 
single out any one thing. The most im­
portant thing I think was when the Car­
negie Foundation, I guess last year or 
the year before last, published its classi­
fication. It did this analysis of 3500 insti­
tutions of higher learning and developed 
these categories. There were 70 institu­
tions of higher learning that they desig­
nated as research I universities — only 
70 in the entire country — and Howard 
was one of the 70. And that was the 
objective in 1969-70.
So you feel you fulfilled that dream.
Well, I fulfilled that. I think that now 
everybody’s committed to that. That’s 
never going to get turned back. Just Fri­
day, I visited the Office of Research Ad­
ministration [at Howard], which is one of 
the last units I was responsible for estab­
lishing, and I’m very proud of what Dean 
Marion Mann [director of the office] has 
done and the staff that he’s put together 
and the way in which he has organized 
that. And I think the university is well on 
its way to becoming firmly established as 
not only a center for the transmission of 
known knowledge but as a place where 
new knowledge is pursued with serious­
ness and vigor — aggressively — and 
that in turn will attract new minds, will be 
even more attractive to dedicated scho­
lars that are interested in being part of 
the frontier of developing new 
knowledge.
As you look back over the last 20 
years, what have been some of the 
disappointments?
The difficulty in cultivating the private 
sector financial support and, particularly, 
the alumni. Here is where hindsight 
plays an important role. It was difficult to 
almost impossible to gauge the extent to 
which the perception of Howard as a fed­
eral institution was so thoroughly en­
trenched in the minds of alumni, of cor­
porations, where the assumption was 
that “We don’t have to contribute to
ward because Howard gets 
rything that it needs from the federal 
government.” We had a trustee who is 
deceased — and everybody will know 
who it is when I finish saying what I’m 
going to say — who used to say frequen­
tly that one of the things he enjoyed 
about being on Howard’s board was that 
he didn’t have to give or get. And when 
he died he left $2 million to another insti­
tution, to a white institution. And this 
was a Black man.
Because he thought Howard got 
everything it needed from the fed­
eral government?
He would say that frequently. There 
are a lot of people who heard that com­
ment on many occasions.
What did he do for Howard then?
Nothing.
How did he remain on the board?
Well, the concept of having to contri­
bute [funds] or solicit funds was not a 
part of being a Howard trustee. And one 
of the things that we were just beginning 
to undertake was to accelerate develop­
ment of the private sector constituency 
because there was a recognition on my 
part that the primary funding source of 
the institution — the federal government 
— had to be stabilized. We had to reach a 
certain level of stability with our re­
source base in order to attract the kind of 
private sector money that we were just 
beginning to pursue, represented, for 
example, by the size of one man’s gift, 
Mr. Walter Annenberg, which was $2 
million. We were in the process of de­
veloping strategies for a number of gifts 
in that range, all the way up to $10 mil­
lion from single individuals. And while I 
knew that I would not complete that 
task, I felt I was obliged to at least get it 
underway. And that was one of the roles, 
incidently, that Mr. Atwater was going to 
play.
The other thing that has been a disap­
pointment to me is the inability to get the 
responsiveness from the city in certain 
endeavors that the university was invol­
ved in as comparable as the experience 
that I had had with the city government 
of Raleigh. For example, the Howard 
Plaza: we could have gone much faster if 
we could have gotten much faster action 
out of the city government and if it had
become an active partner in that enter­
prise. And I’m disappointed about that 
because I have something to measure it 
by — the rapidity with which certain pro­
jects could get completed at Shaw where 
additional land was required and certain 
things needed to be done with roads and 
so forth. The city recognized Shaw as an 
economic asset, as a cultural asset, as an 
asset in any number of ways. The mayor 
and the Raleigh City Council were active 
supporters of our endeavors. Here, 
[Washington] we’ve had individuals in 
city government who were active sup­
porters but in terms of the machinery of 
government moving with the kind of dis­
patch that the institution needed — be­
cause it had so many years to catch up 
and we could have moved certain things 
much faster — I’m disappointed. I hope 
that changes. It’s going to have to change 
in order for the institution to really fulfill 
its potential and what it can contribute to 
the local community.
The other thing that I would say is a 
disappointment, which is a little bit re­
lated to the first thing, but in another di­
mension, was the almost bringing to a 
halt of the university’s physical facilities 
development program. And that is re­
lated to the fact that the federal govern­
ment historically has been responsible 
for Howard’s physical facilities 100 per­
cent, whereas for the academic program 
it provided partial support. Except for 
the School of Divinity, it provided 100 
percent support [for physical facilities] 
and because of that the institution had 
never developed a capital development 
program that took into account any 
source other than the federal govern­
ment. And when the national economy 
got into the kind of situation that it did 
and we started running large national 
deficits, it had an adverse effect on this 
institution’s capital development pro­
gram, which in turn has caused the cost 
of addressing the university’s capital 
needs to soar.
That was a disappointment that 
was totally out of your hands.
It wasn’t under my control at all. But it 
was still a disappointment.
What have been some of the 
strains of this job? You have so 
many different constituents press­
ing for different things.
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I try to summarize it this way: that this 
institution has such a diversity of consti­
tuents whose interests are mutually ex­
clusive that it is almost impossible [to 
lead].
How do you account for your 
longevity in this job? The average 
tenure of a college president, I 
think, is five years.
I guess I started young. I think when 
everything is said and done, I have had 
extraordinary cooperation on the part of 
everybody, even this year. . . .  I have 
vice presidents who have been with me 
from the beginning. So we’ve had stabil­
ity in the central administration. We’ve 
had people who were appointed as deans 
and I’m leaving them in place. The law 
school has been the one exception where 
we’ve had continuous turnover; the aver­
age tenure there in law school deanships 
is three years. The alumni has been very 
supportive. They just, in terms of a large 
percentage of alumni, have not been cul­
tivated to financially contribute, but they 
supported the institution in our efforts in 
all kinds of other ways. It’s no secret as 
to what my politics are but I’ve always 
had the position that I can be active in 
the party of my choice without being anti 
the other party. And so I’ve had good re­
lationships and good support from the 
leadership of Democrats and Republicans 
from the beginning. And for a long time 
people didn’t know what I was — 
whether I was Republican or Democrat 
. . . And so I suppose that’s the reason 
[for his longevity as president] and, of 
course, I wasn’t restless, too. I have col­
leagues who let themselves get wander­
lust after four or five years and also turn 
tail and say the hell with it at the first dif­
ficulty that takes place. There are a lot of 
presidencies that end that way. There 
are a lot of guys and gals who say, you 
know, “I don’t have to take this.” To me, 
I’ve never taken anything personally and 
I’ve felt that adversity comes with the 
territory. And as I’ve said, theology and 
philosophy represent my formal training 
and I’m sort of like Spinoza, I can be in 
the world and out of it.
What type of person do you think 
should succeed you as president of 
Howard?
Now, that’s hazardous. I’m not going 
to go into that. I think the board has to
make that determination, and all that I 
need say is one who is committed to 
what this institution was founded to do.
IX. The Last 
Word
You’re now 56 years old and — you 
can correct me if I’m wrong on this 
—  and you will be retiring from
Howard with a full salary pension. 
You mentioned your memoirs, be­
fore that, what are your immediate 
future plans?
One of the things that I undertook to 
do in the initial years here was to create 
the Moorland-Springarn Research Cen­
ter. One of its components is the uni­
versity archives. We have spent a lot of 
time and attention to trying to get the 
official papers of persons who have 
served in strategic positions as presi­
dents of Black colleges, such as Bennie 
Mays, John W. Davis and so forth. One 
of the things that I will be doing initially is 
organizing my papers for deposit in the 
university archives because this is the 
second longest presidency in Howard’s 
history and in my case it involves not just 
what has gone on here but my activities 
with presidents of the United States — 
e.g. President Nixon and the campus un­
rest committee, and I have just volumi­
nous amounts of papers that have never 
seen the light of day.
In 1969 at your first press confer­
ence one week after you came to 
Howard University, one of the 
things that you said you would do 
was: “Build a stronger bond of con­
fidence and trust between students, 
faculty and administration without 
which the purpose and mission of
an institution of higher learning 
cannot be pursued or fulfilled.” You 
said, “We shall seek to develop 
positive and constructive ways by 
and through which students are ac­
tive participants in the formulation 
of decisions that affect their well­
being and welfare.” In 1972, three 
years after you came to Howard, 
you eloquently stated: “I regard this 
university as something more than 
an ordinary institution of higher 
learning. For all of us it is a charge 
to keep, a purpose to fulfill, a goal 
to pursue, and a legacy to pre­
serve.” You were then addressing 
faculty, staff and students during 
the annual formal convocation. As 
you are ready now to take leave 
from Howard University, what 
would be your parting message to 
the person who’s going to follow 
you?
Mr. Said, you should have told me that 
last week [when briefly meeting with 
Cheek] so I could have given some 
thought to that. It would be my hope that 
there would be a keen awareness of the 
fact that Howard University is not an 
ordinary institution of higher learning and 
that when we speak of Howard as being 
unique we are not just using rhetoric. We 
are using the word unique in its literal 
sense, because there is no other institu­
tion of higher learning that is the same as 
this one, by which I mean, a national, in­
ternational institution in terms of its 
student population, faculty composition, 
its formal and informal relationships with 
universities in other countries, that has 
students from all 50 states, most of the 
American territories and more than 100 
different sovereign countries, that, at the 
same time, is a truly comprehensive re­
search-oriented university and at the 
same time predominantly Black in its 
leadership, its faculty, staff and student 
composition and historically Black by vir­
tue of its 120-year history and that does 
function to preserve the Black presence 
in American higher education and that is 
a bellweather institution. The person 
who occupies this position needs to 
understand that one is not just president 
of Howard, one has to have a concern 
for, interest in and commitment to other 
Black institutions of higher learning, as 
well as the higher education of Black 
Americans wherever they are pursuing 
their education. □
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